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SCHOOL SYSTEM BUREAUCRATIZATION

AND TEACHERS' SENSE OF POWER

Russell W. Meyers

Large, bureaucratic, production-oriented economic organizations

are sometimes charged with bedng impersonal, dehumanizing, and unre-

sponsive to the needs of individuals. Employee participants in these

organizations are characterized as feeling alienated and personally unful-

filled because cr the limitations which emphasis on organizational

efficiency places on their free and creative participation in the

proluction processes.

Schools have not escaped these c.Iticisms. References 157

teachers to the "down-town office," or to the "board office" suggest

that they see administrative personnel as removed fram the day to day

operation of the individual classroom in a particular school. Critics

charge schools with being unimaginative, cver-administered, bureaucratic,

and rigidly organized. However, any social group requires same kind

of formal organization if it is to function, even if this is limited

to designation of one member to collect dues for the group.
1

Larger

vroup3 performing complex functions require more formal structuring

than do small groups performing a single, simple operation. School

systems aro charged with complex functions and thus formal organization

of schools becomes inevitable.

Schools are organizations staffed by teachers who possess college

or university training and who consider themselves professicaal rather

rim
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than skilled employees. The degree to wtich teaching can be considered

a profession maybe open to question; that teachers are seeking to

claim professional authority in the operation of schools probably is not.

This leads to the central problem of this research. What is the

relationship between the bureaucratization of the organizational structure

of school systems and teachers' sense of power, wben sense of power is

defined as the extent to which teachers believe they are able to

influence the course of those events in the school system which hold

significance for them?

Issues in Bureaucratization Studies

Four issues emerge. in studies of the bureaucratization of organiza-

tions in general and of schools in particular. Two of these are con-

ceptuel questions ani the remaining two are methodological.

The first conceptual issue involves the perceived theoretical

di,,ensions of bureaucracy. Viewing bureaucracy as a unidimensional

concept requires a different research design than does viewing bureaucracy

as a multidimensional concept. The second conceptual issue concerns

identificaticc of the loci of the evidence of bureaucratization in an

organization. Bureaucracy can be presumed to reside in the formal

organization structure, or in the participant behaviors within the

organization, or in both. The selection of either the structural or

the behavioral approach has ramifications for the nature of the

research undertaken.2

The methodological issues are prominent in prior studies of school

system bureaucratization. The first of these pertains to the selection

of the unit of analysis. A number of alternatives are available, ranging

3
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from the individual teacher, through departments or divisions within a

school, through individual schools, and finally to school systems.

Selection of the unit of analysis is not vittout importance. If tha

research problem is to determine the relationship between the deRree of

bureaucratization of the structure of school systems and the LttLtude

of teachers in them, one must assume that schocl systems vary in organiza-

tional structure and that these variations are related to the attitudes

held by teachers. The structure of school system "x" is related to

the attitudes of teachers in "x". Subsequent analysis must be consistent

with the reasoning. The identity of "VI district and of the teachers

in "30 must be maintained.

The second methodological problan in bureaucratization studies

involves measurement tools. How is the degree of bureaucratization of

an organization determined? One alternative is to rely on the perceived

bureaucratization of structural characteristics, assuming the earlier

conc-ptual question has resulted in the selectiont.of this apprlach.

The other is to go to the structural characteristics themselves for

evidence of bureaucratization. If one opts for the first alternative,

a further question arises: whose perceptions of the degree of bureaucra-

tizaticm are to 1,3 used? Soma researchers ray on the perceptions of

non-participant observers while other employ the perceptions of organize,-

tional larti3ipants. Seeking evidence in the structural characteristics

themselves avoids the necessity of relying on the perceptions of others.

School Aireaucratization Stucaea

study of tho bureaucratic structure of schools has been conducted

primarily at Washington University in St. Louis and at the Universitrof

4
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Alberta. These and several related studies have been carefully summarized

by both Miklos3 and Punch.4

The two 'Washington University studies were conducted by Moeller5 and

by Hopson.
6

Moeller's work is considered the pioneer effort in the field

of school bureaucratization studies, and Hopson's is essentially a replica-

tion of the lbeller work. In both, bureaucracy was considered as a

unidimensional concept.

To measure the degree of bureaucratisation of the twenty school

systems in the St. Louis area included in his study, Moeller develonad

an eight item bureaucracy scale. "Bureaucratic" and "non-bureaucratia"

alternatives for each of the eight items were presented side by side.

This scale was submitted to a panel of judges, each of whom was to

seloct one of the alternattve responses for each of the eight items.

A dinrle bureaucratization score was obtained by coma:tang the results

obtained Prpm the members of the panel cf judges for eadh sahool system.

MeellAr concluded that the eight item scale tapped a "single underlying

dimension which presumably is the degree of bureaucratization of a

school system."7

Examination of both the Mbeller and the Hopson studies reaffirms

that bureaucracy was considered a unidimensional concept and that the

perceptions of non-participant observers wer) employed to determine

the degr-e of bureaucratization of each school eystem. The studies

were concerned primarily with organization structure. However, while

Moeller sought to relate the degree of bureaucratization of sahool

systems and teachers' sense of pagers the bulk of his statistical

analysis used the teacher rather than the school system as the unit of
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analysis. He did obtain a Spearman rank order correlation of 640 when

school systems were ranked on both degree of bureaucratization and mean

sense of power scores. The remainder of his analysis was based on a

high-low dichotomization of school districts on bureaucratization scores.

Dichotomization is inconsistent with degree of bureaucratization unless

the existence of only two degrees--more than or less than--is acknowledged.

The bulk of the analysis in Moeller's work employs the teacher as the

unit of analysis and his or ner employment in a high or low bureaucratic

system is treated as a teacher related variable.

The studies generated at the University of Alberta
8
are based on the

work of Hall at Ohio State." Hall investigated the structures of non-

school organizations but considered bureaucracy as a multidimensional

rather than as a unitary concept. He identified six bureaucratic

characteristics of organizations and devalcped individual scales

for each of these. MacKay modified Hall's scales and applied the

modirioations to the study of the bureaucratic structure of schools.10

The Hall scales and MacKay's modifications of ttumn were usei in neat4

all subsequent studies asaociatad with the University of Alberta. All

of these tended to view bureaucracy as a multidimensional concept and

all used the perceptions of organization participants to measure the

degree of bureaucratization.

The present study was originally conceived as a partial replication

or the Moeller work* and it does reflect this earlier study in both

conceptnalization and design to a limited degree. However* the resets

obtained are contrary to Moeller's and this contrary finding may be

the result of maveral differences in both the conceptions of bureaucracy

and in the research methodology employed.
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Problem and Conceptual Framework

This research is primarily concerned with the effect wtioh

organizational structure of the school system has upon teachers as

organizational participants. Specifically, this research seeks to de-

termine the relationship between the degree to which selected structural

characteristics of school systems are bureaucratized and the sense of

rower expresse4 by teachers within the system.

Weber's classical statement of bureaucracy conatitutes the basic

theoretical aoncept of the study. In addition, the literature of pro-

fessionalism provides the basis for examining the schools as semi-

professional, service organizations. Finally, the concept of alienation

is incorporated inAD the theoretical framework. These concepts--

bureaucracy, professionalism, and alienation--constitute the essential

theoretical framework of the study.

Bureaucracy

aureaucrecy is defined as that form of administrative organization,

proposed by Weber, which is designed to achieve efficiency of operation

through rationalization of organizational behaviors. Blau and Scott
11

identiry five characteristics of bureaucracy: specialization of work,

hierarchical authority structure, rules and regulations, emphasis on

personal detachment, and employment based on technical qualifications.

Other writers list size as a sixth characteristic.12 Dmphasis on personal

detachment wae deleted from the present study on the grounds that this

is essentially a behavior within, rather than a structural .1haracteristic

of organizadons. Personal detachment relies heavily on rules and

regulations and on empl(qment based on technical qualifications for



implementation and as such does not constitute a separate component of

organization structure. Therefore, only five structural Characteristics

aro incorporated in the theoretical framework: specialization of work,

hi.erarchirlal authority structure, rules and regtilations, employment

based on technical qualifications, and size.

Specialization of work is defined as the manner in which organiza-

tion tasks are distributed among the various positions as official duties.

It can be considered from two dimensions, specialization of fUnctions

at the production level, and specialization of fUnctions throughout

the syston. In school aystems, specialization at the production level

refers to the manner in which teaching taas are distritmteds13 The

literature of organizations usually considers specialization under the

title of division of labor in the performance of production level tasks.

Teachers perform these production level tasks in school systems. Spacializa-

tion has a second dimension in which the total tasks of the organization

can bn divided in such a manner that particular tasks are performed by

specialists. Health and guidance specialists are examples of this

dlmension of specialisation in schools.

Hierarchy of authority is defined as the manner in which the superior-

subordinate relationships are formally arranged as positions or offices

within the organization. These relationships can be analyzed further

from WO dimensions, the intensity of the supervisory relationships and

the distance between the supervisory levels. rhe intensity dimension

refrs to the degren ta which the formal arrangement of hierarchical

positions permits a potential frequency of subordinate-superordinate

contact that permits an approximation of constant supervision of the

subordinate by the suporordinate. "Span of control" is the tyrm usually
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found in the literature when the intensity dimension is considered.

Distance in the supervisory relationship refers to the number of super-

visory levels that are prIsert, or to the number of successive disperse-

mmnts of authority that have been determined for the organization. MOre

specifically, the distance dimension can be defined as the degree of

removal of personnel at any one hierarchical level from immediate

supervision by the superordinate occupying the monocratic position.

The rules and regulations characteristic is defined as the institup.

tionalization of prescribed patterns of behavior wlthin organizations,

promulgated either in written form or in ritualistic observance of

customary procedures which have developed over tUme. This ccnstruct

has IVO dimensions: rules and regulations governing affiliation, and

rules and regulations as extension of the authority structure. In the

latter instance they are formulated to insure constancy and predictability

in the execution of organizational policies as determined by legitimately

positiongd authority. In the former, they govern the coniitions under

which employees affiliate with, advance within, and continue in association

with the organization.

!hployment based on technical qualifications refers to the applica-

tion of universalistic, competence-based criteria in the determination

of who will perform what role in the organization. These criteria can

be employed at two distinct time periods--at the time of initial recruitnent

and selection, and at the time of sUbsequent assignment to a particular

roll) within the organization. In school systems, the application of

competence-based criteria at the tIle of selection involves the determination

of legal certification, completion of required training, and prior

9
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experience. Application of competence criteria subsequent to employment

to determine who merits assignment to a particular role represents the

second dimension c047 the technical qualifications characteristic.

Organization size can be conceptualized in two distinct ways. One

emphasizes the number of offices in the organization and the other the

amount of the product produced. Size described in terms of the number

of offices is a statement of the number of personnel actually employed

by the organization to fill the specific offices required in meeting

the organization's fhnctions. Size can also be described in terms of

the amount or monetary value of the product produced by the organization.

In service orranizations, such as schools, size becomes a statement of

the number of clients served or of the amount of service rendered

to clients.

Schools as Semi-Professional, Service Organizations

Bureaucracy provides the organizing theoretical concept of this

study, Classification of the schools as semi.-professional, service

orranizations represents the second concept in the theoretical framework.

In this research, school systems are considered to be formal, semi-

professional service organizations. They are service organizations as

defined by Blau and Scott in that tie prime beneficiaries are mgribers

of the client group.14 Service organizations require professional

employees to di4pense professional services to clients. Professionals

possess specialized knowledge and technical skills obtained through a

required period of appropriate training. This knowledge and these

skills arn the bases for their professional authority to make decisions

irvolving the welfare of clients. This introdu%-ac, professional
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authority is in direct conflict with traditional bureaucratic organization

theory in which authc-irity is claimed on the basis of legitimate position

occupied in the hierarchical authority structure.

School systems are semi-professional organizattons as defined by

Etzioni.
15

Professional organizations arc those that are estatiished

to produce, apply, preserve and communicate knowledge. Etsioni dis-

tinguishes between full-fledged and semi.pmfessional organizations with

long training periods of five years or more characteristic of the

former.

Categorization of the schools as semi-professionals service

organizations injects the concept of conflict between professional

authority and positional authority into the dlassical ttterian

statement of bureaucracy. Teacher alienation may be dependent upon

the extent to which teachers are successfill or tWarted in exercising

the professional authority which they can claim by right of training

and or their service-to-clients role. Bureaucratic structure may be

of importance in determining whether positional or professional

authority emerges within schools. It is possible that certain

bureaucratic structums enhance the exercise of positional authority

while others enhance professional authority.

Alienation

The concept of alienation is the third major component of the

theorntical framework. Bureaucratic organization is designed to maximize

organizational efficiency through rational structuring of organizations.

Merton concludes that rational structuring to achieve efficiency mior

produce dysfunctions which are antithetical to efficient operation.

11
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Reliance on rules and regulations, for example, may produce employee

behavior dedicated to upholding ths rules rather than tic achievement

of the organization's functional goals.16 Another dysfunctional result

may be the experience of alienation by employees.

Alienation han an imprecise meaning. Clark defines it as "the degree

to which man feels powerless to achieve the role he has determined to

be rightfully his in specific conditions."17 Seeman lists powerlessness

as one of the five basic definitions of tho concept of alienation and

detInes powerlessness as "the expectancy or probability hdld by the

individual that his own behavior cannot determine the outcomes or

reinforlements he seeks."18 Moeller used Seeman's definition but, for

semantic reasons, considered alienation as a degree of sense of power,

or of "the extent to which the tlaoher believes he is able to influence

the course of events in the school system which bad significance for

him."19

Pli,Ination may develop out of the conflict between professional

anti positional authority bases in school systans. Increasing the area

of decision making which takes place in the upper levels of the hierarchical

authority structure decreases the area of decision making available to

professional authority. Increasing the exercise of administrative

authority over the teaching fUnctions, which require the exercise of

professional skills, results in the diminution of the professional

authority of the teacher. This may well contribute to teachers' feelings

of frultration in meeting the needs of students who constitute the

client group. Alienation may be the result of adMinistrative authority

exercised in areas which teachers perceive as within their professional

roles.

12
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Hypotheses

A number of hypotheses can be developed by integrating the con-

cepts of bureaucratization, semi-professional organization, and aliena-

tion. Bureaucratization of some elements of an organization may serve

to augment the professional authority base and increase participants'

sense of power while other elements may enhance the positional authority

base and decrease that sense of power.

Given th,) role that training, certification, and specialized

knowledge play in establishing professional authority, bureaucratization

of both the specialization of work and the employment based on technical

qualifications characteristics is seen as maximizing professional con-

siderations in schools. On the other hand, rules and regulations and

the hierarchy of authority structure are seen as emphasizing positional

authority. These considerations lead to the following hypotheses:

1. The structural characteristics of specialization of work and

employment based on teohniaal qualifications tend to facilitate

the exercise of professicnal authority in school systams.

Therefore, there is a positive relationship between the degree

of burlanoratization of these characteristics and teachers'

sense of pader: the greater the degree of bureaucratization,

the greater the sense of power.

2. The structural characteristics of hierarchical authority

strwture and rules and regulations facilitate the exercise

of positional or hierarchical authority. Therefore, there

is an invnise relationship between the degree of bureaucratiza-

tion of these characteristics and teachers' sense of power:

the rreater the degree of bureaucratization, the smaller the

sense of power.

Definition of the Variables

To test the hypothesized relationships, it is necessary to give

operational definition to each of the dimensions of the structural
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characteristics and to sanse of power. These definitions are developed

largely from the examination of the literature of organizations.

Deyendent vartable: sense of power

%eller defined sense of power as the extent to which the teacher

believes he is able to influence the course of events in the school

system which hold significance for him. He constructed a six-item

sense of rower Scale which produces a single score measure for teachers'

sense of power. In the present study, the mean district score on

Mbeller's Sense of Power Scale is used as the operational definition

of the dependent variable, teadhers' sense of power.

Ins.12P2111911.22Lurt_IgL2E1A11911

Structural variables are those developed to measure each of the

dimensions of bureaucratic organization previously identified. All

variables are reported as the mean scores for each of the districts

included in the study.

1. aoeellization of fUnctions at the production levels The Index of

Division of Labor in Teaching was developed to give operational

definition to this organizational structural characteristic. The

Index is afivr-item scale based on Charter's discussion of division

of labor in schools.2° The extreme of division of labor is
typified by that teacher who limits his or her performance of teach-

inp functions to only one area of skill or competence.

2. Specialization of functions throughout the system: This is given

operational definition by the Number of Distinct Occupational

Titles, a count of the number of titles assigned to certificated

personnel, both teachers and admindstrators, in each of the

districts.

3. Hierarchy of authority strucfure--intensity dimension: This

dimension is operationalized by obtaining a weighted sum of two

measures: the mean of ratios of teachers to administrators found

for each of the schools in the district, and the ratio of building

administrators in the district to the total number of teachers

in that district.



3.4

h. Hierarchy of authority structuredistance dimension: This is the
weiphted sum of two measures of span of control; that proposed by
nlau and r,cott21 and aD adaptation of that measure suggested by
131:1-11emnshlp an.1 Miles122

5. Rules and neolations: Based on Weber's emphasis on the role of
clerks in maintaining files, two measures for rules and regulations
were developed. There was not snVicient justifioaticn for
assigning these to each of the two dimensions of the structural
characteristics.
a. The Central Office Clerks variable is a ratio statement obtained

by dividing the number of clerical personnel assigned to adminis-
trattve offices above the building principal by the total number
of administrative personnel at all administrative offices above,
,but not including that of building principal.

b. Clerks to Total Personnel is a decimal figure obtained by dividing
the total number of Clerical personnel in the school district
by the total number of certificated staff, both teaching and
administrative.

ellerks are defined in both variables as non-certificated personnel
attached to and performing services in an administrative office
hut who have no supervisory position in relation to certificated
personnel.

6. Employment based on technical qualifications meriting selections
This dimension is given operational definition as the Provisional
Certification variable which is a decimal statement obtained by
diviling the number of provisionally certificated staff by the
total number of certificated personnel, including both teachers
and administrators.

7. dhployment based on technical qualifications meriting assignments
This is defined as the Utilization of Technically Qualified Personnel
variable which is the district mean of all respondents on a three.
point scale of degree of teaching within the academic area of
college or university preparation.

8. Sizenumber of offices: This is dmfined as the number of certificated
staff other than administrators employed in each of the districts.
(Two other measures, the number of students and ths total number
of all employees were available but were not used in the data
analysis because there was a near perfect correlation between the
threm measures.)

Ind:pendent non-structural variables

rn addition, the literature and ?teller's previous study provided a

nnmber of other independent variables, none of which were measures of

orranizaUon structure. These were not developed from the conceptual

framework but were inaluded largely to mirror Mbellar in additional

ways.
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Tenure of Su erintendent in Position: the number of years that the

present uperii4'tendent h4iiiild a position in the school system.

Prior Tenure of Su erintendent in Distriat: the nuMber of years that

the p Tsupertntenent has been emaoyed in the district in a
position other than superintendent.

Tots_1.kciministrati .Suerintendents the total numberyears triesiw-6dienen ne.vtaaative positions in any
distriA, with an administrative position defined as a principalship
or a higher administrative position.

Tenure of Princi ale in Position: the mean number of years in wtich

le present ing p no have served in that position in their

present assignment in the school district.

Principals--Administrative Txperience in System: the mean of the total

TagFotrytars in Which present principals have been employed in adminis-

trative positions within the school districts with teaching prinmipal-
ships included as administrative positions.

Tenure in District--Principalss An7 Position: the mean number of years
1171-whfill principals have'been empioytd in ihe present school system in

any capacity.

Total Administrativt rience--Princi as: the mean total number of

years n w eh e pr nc pa s ve e a au nistrative positions in
any school system.

Proressional Trainin --Teachers: the mean level of academic training
ichrs in t1i e sys rti4

lexperience in S stem--Teachers: the mean number of years which the
tenAers hive leen enjToyed in the systems the present year included.

Profeslional Training--3uperintendent: the level of academic training

orthe suparfntencrent.

yrofessional Trainin --Princi s: the mean level of academia training

tie principa s in each of he systems.

Teachers' Personal Characteristic--Sex: the per cent of the teaching

rittiff Ao are males.

Teaahere, Personal Gharacteristic--Ages the mean age of teachers in

76T7al SySterN,

Teachers' Personal laracteristio--Socio-eoonomio Status: The mean
level of socio-economic status background:of the teachers in the
school system.
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......E___ITeachers1Pirsonalacterihai.itus:tal the per cent of
ANIC ers on the sta w o are mai!d.a

Teachers' Plrsonal Alaracteristic--.irOraduateofiliSclitheDistrict:
the per cent of the teaching staff who gra late . a e so 00 n
the district in which they are now teaching.

Positions of Authority: the mean score for the district of teachers'
responses to the position of authority index developed by Moeller.

methodam

Data for this study were obtained fram thirty legally °instituted

1(-12 school districts in Illinois during the 1969-70 school year. The

target population inclnded all Y-12 school systems in Illinois with

the exception of the Uhicago Public Schools. The districts mtre

selected by a random stratified sampling procedure, with size the basis

for stratification. The study design called for thirty-two districts

to be included in the sample, but participation of two of the districts

could not be obtained and there were no districts of (=parable size

/Altai:1Jan for substitution.

Data were obtained by use of (1) a personal interview with the

nuperintendent and/or other designated central office personnel, (2) the

Yrincipal Informatdon Questionnaire sent to all principals in each of

the school districts included in the study, (3) a Teacher Information

Questionnaire sent to a randam stratified sample of 35 teachers in each

or the districts, and (h) staff lists and other printed or duplicated

materials provided by the school districts. Principals completed and

returned questionnaires far 449 of a total f 455 schools, a rate of

return of 98,7 per cent. Teacher Information Questionnaires were

received from 954 of a possible total of 1,040 teachers, a return rate

of 91.7 per cent.

1.7
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Results

Neither of the central hypotheses is supported by the data analysis.

Only one of the structural variables, the measure of specialization of

out
%notions througNthe systems is included in the final regression equation

which represents ttie statistically significant determinants of teachers'

sense of power. The direction of the relationship for that variable is

negative and opposite the direction hypothesized. The final regression

equation is presented in Table 10 below.

The variables indluded in the final equation which are significantly

related to teachers' sense of power, are (1) Professional TrainingTeachers,

(2) luMber of Distinct U:cupational Titles (the measure of specialization

st) functions throughout the system dimension), (3) Positions of Authority,

(4) Professional Training--Superintendent, (5) Teachers' Personal Character-

isticAge, and (6) Prior Tenure of the Superintendent in the District.

With the single exception of the Professional TrainingTeachers, all

variables in the final equation are negattvely related with teachers'
,t -0.-

_4

sense of power.

Qmclusions

The analysis of tbe results of this study tends to support several

basic conclusions. (1) Bureaucratic theorydoes not appear to be useful

in explaining the level of teachers' sense of power in school systems.

(2) The categorization of school systems as semi-professional, service

organizations seems to have limited utility in expaaining teachers'

sense of power.
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However, a reservation about the above conclusions is in order. The

failure of both bureaucracy and professionalism to exPlain teachers, sense

of power might also be attributed to the selection of the school district

rather than the individual school as the unit of analysis. There is a

possibility that 'this choice tended to minimize the differences in the

structure of individual schools within a single district. If, as it can

be argued, the school as the teachers! work place constitutes the teachers'

primary source of perceptions of sense of power, selection of the school

district as the unit of analysis may have restated in the balancing out

of the effect of the individual school variations within the distriA.

Teachers, sense of power may vary more from school to sdhool within a system

than it does between systIms. Selection of the distri.rt as the unit of

analysis tends to mute these differences.

The results obtained do . permit a degree of speculation as to

what dc38 montribute to t'achers, sense of power. However, caution

should hm exercised in this regard for the research was not designed to

answer tLat question but rather to establish the hypothesized rPlationship

between bureancratization and sense of power.

The question of the effect of school system bureaucratization upon

teachers' sense of power is unresolved gtven the conflicting resu3ts

obtained in Moeller's and the present study. Failure to sltbsudintiate

Abeller's findings may be the inevitable result of viewing bureaucracy

as a multidimensional rather than as a idlitary concept.
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